Malaysia is typified by three major ethnic groups namely Malay, Chinese and Indian. The evolution of national unity in Malaysia, which is based on acceptance and tolerance towards different cultures has been allowed to flourish in tandem with the realization of national aspirations. Even though education system is seen to be the best tool to cultivate team work among these three major ethnic groups, contemporary research reveals that there is still a lack of intercultural embedment in both tertiary and non-tertiary settings. Worst, non-tertiary setting national schools are seen as the breeding ground of racial polarization. Thus, the main objectives of this research is to explore the level of intercultural knowledge that can enhance intercultural awareness among Malaysian secondary school students. Data was collected using a structured survey questionnaire to elicit responses from Form Four students in one national secondary school in Penang, Malaysia on their level of intercultural knowledge. The results of this study shows low level of intercultural knowledge among secondary school students and it indicates poor intercultural awareness among them in the contexts of intercultural knowledge. This suggest that classroom intervention is needed to improve the students' intercultural knowledge and at the same time improve their intercultural sensitivity towards other cultures.
Introduction
Malaysia is a country that is by characterized by its cultural diversity due to its multi-ethnic population. Consequently, being a pluralistic society, Malaysia views unity as a crucial social glue that contributes towards fostering social cohesion and national harmony.
Malaysia is composed of three major ethnic groups and other minority ethnics. The major ethnic groups, namely the Malays constitute 50.1%, of the overall population and who are homogenously Muslim. The other two major ethnic groups are the Chinese (22.6%), who generally are either adherents of the Buddhist, Christian or Taoist faiths and lastly, the Indians (6.7%), who though are predominantly Hindu, have sizeable minorities of Muslims and Sikhs. The Chinese community in Malaysia, for example uses a number of dialects including Hokkien, Hakka, Cantonese and Mandarin. For the Indian society, the language spoken is Tamil and for the Malay is Bahasa Melayu (Malaysia Demographic Profile, 2014) .
The Malaysian social fabric is a veritable kaladeiscope of different customs, value systems and norms (Jamil, H., Abd. Razak., & Nordin 2010) that have seamlessly congealed to form a uniquely diverse and complex ecosystem constrained as it is by communal strictures imposed by religious affiliation, cultural weltanschauungs, linguistic diversity and the demands of social conformity. Cognizant of this diverse reality and its rich heritage, successive leaders within the Flourishing Creativity & Literacy national political hierarchy have unveiled a series of initiatives that valorize egalitarianism and intercultural understanding as a means to socially engineer national unity within the prevailing communal diversity. Hence, visionary plans such as 'Bangsa Malaysia' (Malaysian Nation), 'Smart Partnership' (Mahathir 1991) , 'One System for Malaysia ' (Abdullah, 2004) and 'One Malaysia' (Najib, 2009) , have primarily focused upon engendering equality between the different ethnic groups (Tong & Robertson, 2008) .
Since the Malaysian national schools topology is essentially constituted of these three dominant ethnic groups, a mirror image of the national demographic with all its attendant uniqueness and complexity is replicated particularly in national schools. As unity is one of the core national objectives since independence, it is one of the aims of Malaysian education system to encourage and improve social integration among these different ethnic groups in order to eliminate social prejudices and discrimination (Najeemah, 2008) .
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Intercultural Knowledge Embedding via the National Education System
Education plays an important role in constructing a socially cohesive society that celebrates unity in diversity. The government is cognizant of this reality as evidenced by its formulation of educational policies and frameworks that leverage upon education as a means to infuse intercultural understanding to unite their ethnically diverse polity. This mission is succinctly encapsulated in the Razak Report (1956) which outlines the core principles underlying Malaysian educational system, of which national unity and multi-racial harmony are deemed primary goals. Thus, policies that embed respect and that inculcate inter-ethnic tolerance and harmony amongst the national polity have been a common strand of educational planning since 1956. For instance, one of the targeted objectives of the National Education Policy is to unite Malaysia's plural society through the suffusion of a national identity and a commonality of purpose:
" To inculcate and nurture national consciousness through fostering common ideas, values, aspirations and loyalties in order to mould national unity and national identity in a multi-ethnic society" (Khader, 2012; p. 272) Najeemah (2006) utilized a survey research methodology to investigate the patterns of social interaction between students of different ethnic groups in Malaysia. She found that students generally accorded unequal treatment to those from different ethnicities with some even displaying negative attitudes towards the Other. In addition, they were predisposed to behave along ethnic lines when forming study groups for discussion sessions or when seeking assistance. The study concluded with the ironic observation that when students from different ethnic backgrounds were gathered within a multiracial setting, they tended to differentiate and polarize. This theme of polarization is also apparent in numerous other studies (Mohd. Noor, Lee A. & Omar, 2005; Stewart & Langer, 2009; Wan, 1983) pertaining to intercultural relations in Malaysia. Essentially these studies in highlighting the low level of integration between the Malay and Chinese communities in Malaysia attributed this lack to the absence of social and cultural understanding (Wan, 1983) and the dearth of intercultural study material that facilitated intercultural knowledge embedding in both tertiary and non-tertiary settings (Mohd. Noor, Lee A. & Omar, 2005; Stewart & Langer, 2009 ).
In addition, this deficit in study material is further exacerbated by the adoption and utilization of foreign cultural constructs in local settings such as in the English Literature syllabus, that not only alienate learners but also the goal of promoting Malaysian multi-ethnic intercultural knowledge among students. In elucidating the former phenomena, Kaur (2002) and Gunakumaran (2003) attributed this alienation to the difficulty learners experienced in relating to foreign cultural practices/norms that were divergent from the practices/norms inherent in their own culture. For example, the association of black with death in Western culture constitutes an obvious antithesis to the association of white with death in Muslim societies thus implicitly truncating the formation of cross-cultural linkages for learners in Muslim societies like Malaysia.
In addition, to date, most research studies involving intercultural related issues in Malaysia have focused on the phenomena primarily in tertiary institutions due to the ethnically diverse campus environment (Maya, 
Defining Intercultural Knowledge
In general, intercultural knowledge refers to knowledge that facilitates understanding of cultures with different worldviews from one's own. Conceptually, intercultural knowledge is defined as a compendium of cognitive, affective, and behavioral knowledge and attitudes that support effective and appropriate interaction between different cultures in a variety of cultural contexts (Bennett, 2008) . In postulating a similar definition, Judith and Nakayama (2004) in earlier work divided intercultural knowledge into three components with the first part composed of culture general knowledge that denotes an individual's familiarity with the patterns and constituents of other cultures. The second part is the culture self-knowledge component that postulates individual recognition of his own culture and the way he perceives it in relation to the Other. The final component is culture specific knowledge that refers to one's familiarity with the culture in question, including its social norms, values and history.
The existential foundation of intercultural knowledge resides in a subset of skills termed as intercultural skills which encompasses listening, analyzing and relating pieces of information and meaningfully processing them (Bok, 2006) . Matveev and Mitler (2004) noted that having a thorough intercultural knowledge is a crucial prerequisite for stimulating intercultural competency among secondary school students. Savicky (2008) proposed that such knowledge cannot be assumed and in building intercultural knowledge, a balance of theory, research and application is required. According to Kalantzis and Cope (2005) , intercultural understanding identifies knowledge, skills, dispositions and behavior that assist students in developing and reacting with intercultural understanding at schools and in their lives outside schools. Through education, students are encouraged to engage with their own and others' culture, building both their sense of belonging and the flexibility to move between their world and world of others.
A similar concept of intercultural knowledge is also espoused by Bennett (2008) . Within the framework of this study, intercultural knowledge is defined as a systematic way to classify one's own cultural patterns, getting used to unfamiliar ways of being whether empathically or flexibly by comparing and contrasting cultural patterns of others (Bennett, 2008) . Lacking of intercultural knowledge will cause ethnocentrism, which is a condition where one thinks that one's culture is better than that of the Other and stereotyping towards other cultures. Therefore, this research intends to investigate the level of intercultural knowledge among Malaysian secondary school students.
Methodology
Research Design
Essentially, this study employed a quantitative survey in determining the respondents' intercultural knowledge. A purposive sampling technique was used to select 39 Form Four students from a national secondary school in Penang, Malaysia as respondents. This technique was deployed in order to obtain a cohort comprising different ethnic groups and to meet the criteria required and relevant to the research objective. The survey which was conducted in a Form Four classroom during the English language period, was monitored by the English Language teacher. On average, each respondent required approximately 20-30 minutes to complete the questionnaire. All respondents were requested to sign a students' consent form which authorized that any data collated be used solely for educational and research purposes. The document also provided assurances pertaining to the confidentiality of personal information. The questionnaire contained 20 questions and was divided into 2 sections. Section A was designed to elicit information pertaining to the respondents' personal particulars such as ethnicity, religion, gender, age and primary school background. Section B sought to evaluate the participants' intercultural knowledge in 4 different domains namely customs and traditions, traditional food, cultural beliefs and cultural practices. In each aspect, respondents were evaluated on their cultural self-awareness as well as their knowledge of other cultures. Respondents were graded according to the correct answers and overall mean score obtained by the respondents were graded according to the value rubric as mentioned below. 
Measuring the Level of Intercultural Knowledge
Results and Discussions
Of the 39 subjects surveyed in this study, 43.6% were Malay, 30.8% Chinese and 20.5% Indian. The remaining 5.1% were of other races. The data reveal that that 56.4% of the respondents were Muslims, 20.5% were Buddhists, 15.4% were adherents of Hinduism, while 5.1% were Christians while 2.6% of the rest were followers of religions other than the aforementioned. In terms of primary school background, 94.9% of the respondents were formerly educated in from national primary schools while the remaining 5.1% of the respondents obtained their primary education from vernacular schools. Analysis of the data compiled indicated that the respondents' level of intercultural knowledge varied according to the various cultural domains. Table 2 shows the intercultural knowledge of the subjects regarding customs and traditions. Only 61.5% of the students answered Q1 correctly while 94.9% answered Q2 and Q3 correctly. Finally, 71.8% answered Q5 accurately. The overall result for this cultural aspect shows that students are aware of each other customs and traditions. Specifically, questions regarding customs and traditions that are practiced by only one culture received higher scores (Q3-Q5). Comparing with Q1 with the lowest score (61.5%) among other questions, respondents tend to get confused with other cultures that practices cremating and burying the dead. This proves that insufficient intercultural knowledge creates misunderstanding and indirectly misleading the respondents' idea on other cultures. The respondents' intercultural knowledge of other cultures may be attributable to their primary school background whereby 94.9% of the respondents were from national type schools. This is supported by W.T Grant Consortium (1992) that exposure of differences and similarities in the cultures, religion and values that started from school indicates students' level of intercultural knowledge. Although only 20.5% from the total percentage of participated respondents were Chinese, the findings show that the respondents are well aware of other cultures' custom and traditions. This implication is drawn from the fact that though the questions in this domain were essentially Sino-centric in orientation, they nevertheless elicited accurate responses from a cohort of which 79.5% were ethnically non-Chinese. 
Questions 1 to 4 in the Intercultural Knowledge of traditional food and their origins section were designed to test the students' ability in differentiating the origins of traditional food consumed by the three major racial groups in Malaysia. Generally, the respondents had difficulty in matching the traditional food and the origin as as majority provided incorrect answers. 30.8% responded wrongly for Q1, 5.1% responded wrongly for Q2 and Q3 and 25.6% responded wrongly for Q4. In contrast, Q5 elicited a 100% accurate response which is unsurprising given that as a multi-cultural country, respondents instinctively understood the implicative that a truly Malaysian breakfast comprises dishes that represents the three major ethnics in Malaysia. Bennett (1998) suggested it is crucial to incorporate intercultural knowledge into the education system because it allows the students to see themselves as a part of others and increase their ability to compare and contrast their own culture with cultures of Others.
It is interesting to note that Q2 which was deliberately designed to further elucidate the nexus between religion and culture, yielded an inaccurate response from 5.2% (N=2) of the respondents. This probably implies either a lack of knowledge regarding the religio-cultural nexus that underpins Malay cultural practices given that Islam prohibits the consumption of pork or a lack of sensitivity regarding that prohibition. Table 3 illustrates the results pertaining to the cultural beliefs domain. Generally, 82.2% respondents agreed that belief in the paranormal is a common phenomenon among Asians and this is corresponded with the percentage of respondents who answered Q5 correctly. Although 43.6% of the total respondents are Malays, it was obvious that they lacked cultural self-knowledge aspect as proposed by Judith and Nakayama (2004) . This is evident from the responses to Q2, Q3 and Q4, which were entirely focused on the Malay cultural framework that implicitly indicate that even Malay subjects were unaware of their own cultural norms and practices.
Q2 assessed the respondents' knowledge on the term purdah with 87.2% providing the correct answer. It is plausible that the remaining 12.8% mistakenly conflated purdah with hijab, a type of scarf worn by Muslim women to cover only their hair. However, a high percentage of 94.9% respondents managed to answer Q3 correctly wherein the culturally loaded term merisik was tested. The findings show that respondents were able to differentiate different terms in different cultures well if they are fully equipped with sufficient knowledge of the target cultures.
Through Q4, respondents' knowledge of cultural beliefs on black magic was tested and only 59% of the respondents managed to answer Q4 correctly and 38.5% of the respondents answered wrongly. The remaining 2.5% of the respondents abstained from answering. This can be concluded that 41% of the total respondents have the wrong idea of black magic in the Malay culture. Such mislead idea will cause misunderstanding in the future if the respondents are not taught and informed of the appropriate intercultural information and knowledge. The last section of the questionnaire covered the domain of cultural practices and the result is as illustrated in Table 5 above. A salient feature of the findings is the dichotomy between the respondents' perceptions of gambling and their knowledge of its cultural permissibility. It is apparent that although 92.3% of the total respondents agreed that gambling wrought negative impacts to both individuals and society (Q5), they also suggested that it is allowed in certain cultures when 69.2% agreed that gambling is allowed in Chinese as well as Indian cultures (Q2) while 10.3% of the respondents suggested that gambling is permissible in Malay culture (Q1).
According to the results obtained from Q3 and Q4, respondents are seen as not having sufficient knowledge about the cultural practice when 30.8% of respondents answered these 2 questions wrongly. This concurs with Erikson (1964) that stated youth (between the age of 12 and 18 years), are usually disturbed and confused by clashes of cultural beliefs and cultural practices.
Overall Results
Generally, all items managed to get over 50% of the respondents to answer correctly. At the same time, only one item managed to get 100% of the respondents to answer correctly and the question focused on Malaysian as a whole (refer to Table 3 -Q5). This shows that respondents are still not able to differentiate cultural practices and beliefs either their own with others, or different cultures of others. Respondents were known to be able to recognize new perspectives of own cultural rules and biases. In terms of cultural worldview, respondents were able to demonstrate adequate understanding of the complexity of elements important to other members of another culture in relation to its history, values, politics, communication styles, economy, or beliefs and practices.
As intercultural knowledge is interrelated with a person's intercultural understanding as described by Kalantzis and Cope (2005) , it is pertinent to expose and equip students with intercultural knowledge since young. In Malaysian context, this can be effected via secondary school intercultural framework as it offers a conducive environment for intercultural exchange given that students spend almost half a day interacting with friends from different cultures in both formal learning settings and informal social settings. This is supported by Rajyashree (2013) , that there are a lot of benefits in representing a diverse world through literary texts. Such exposure can help them to practice their understanding based on their knowledge, which will then lead to unity among the students. Thus, in improving the secondary school students' level of intercultural knowledge, there is the need to expose them to cultural embedded reading material and school is seen to be the best place as it brings students of different races together at one ground.
Limitations
All in all, the findings of this study consist of enough strength that has made the research valid and informative. Firstly, the study involved respondents from different cultures and religions and hence, the findings were not biased in terms of racial compositions. Secondly, this research study was done in national secondary school in Penang whereby students are exposed to intercultural environments even outside classroom learning. Thus, students are exposed to other cultures and it is crucial for this research study to know that students are able to build their intercultural knowledge directly and indirectly through classroom learning and real life experiences. Thirdly, respondents were asked to answer the questionnaire without further discussion with their classmates and the session was held during English period and monitored by the teacher. Therefore, the results obtained were solely based on the respondents' knowledge without any help provided by their teacher or classmates.
The study were constrained by several limitations. First, the tool used in measuring respondents' intercultural knowledge consisted of questions related to four cultural domains. A more holistic instrument that included more cultural domains would be better equipped to glean a more comprehensive picture of the respondents' intercultural knowledge. Secondly, since the study was conducted in only one national secondary school, the results cannot be extrapolated to be representative of the level of intercultural knowledge among Malaysian secondary school students due to the small sample size.
Future Direction
It is recommended that future studies use a larger sample size and collate data from more national secondary schools in order to increase extrapolation Furthermore, a quantitative-qualitative methodology would generate not only more reliable data but also provide better insights on intercultural dynamics within Malaysian secondary school besides triangulating the outcome.
Conclusion
Bennett (1998) stated that it is crucial to incorporate intercultural knowledge into the core of education because intercultural knowledge allows the students see themselves as members of the community that shares the same future with others. However, the results obtained from this research study showed that students' level of intercultural knowledge when divided into different aspects, is still low and requires more attention even though the multi-cultural reality of Malaysia is highlighted in subjects taught in schools such as Moral Education (ME), Local Studies (LS) and History (Ministry of Education, 2000).
Thus, there is the need of better initiatives and intervention in Malaysian educational system in order to increase the level of secondary school students' intercultural knowledge. This is in line with the major goal of educational policy, which is to inculcate and nurture national consciousness through fostering common ideals, values, aspirations and loyalties in order to mould national unity and national identity in a multi ethnic society. The findings of this study will be used as the indicator in improving students' level of intercultural knowledge and initiates more research studies that will help in discovering ways to strengthen unity among the secondary school students based on adequate level of intercultural knowledge.
